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RECOVERY AND DECIPHERMENT OF THE MONU- 
MENTS OF ANCIENT ETHIOPIA 



JAMES HENRY BREASTED 
The University of Chicago 



Readers of the Old and New Testaments are familiar with the 
name Ethiopia, applied to that distant and mysterious kingdom of 
the far Upper Nile, as they find it the object of Isaiah's denunciation, 
or seven and a half centuries later as represented in the person of 
the Ethiopian eunuch converted by the apostle Philip as they rode 
together in the chariot. The home of this kingdom, the cataract region 
of the Nile, about a thousand miles of river, was never included in 
Egypt proper, but was slowly absorbed by the Pharaohs. By the 
fifteenth century b. c. the Egyptian conquest had reached the 
fourth cataract where the southern frontier of the Pharaohs remained 
for some five hundred years. The people of the region were neither 
pure negroes nor Egyptians. Their meager civilization was rapidly 
Egyptianized, but while they wrote official documents and left monu- 
ments in Egyptian hieroglyphic, they never lost their ancient Nubian 
language. The modern tourist who pushes up to Assuan and looks 
across upon the Island of Elephantine probably does not know that 
the Arabic of Egypt is not the tongue of the native dwellers on the 
island. They speak a Nubian dialect, being the northermost frontier 
of the Nubian population extending southward from this point, and 
while they understand and use Arabic in intercourse with the Egyp- 
tians, their native tongue is Nubian. I have never yet met in Egypt 
a European who could speak and understand spoken Nubian, though 
Lepsius, who published a Nuba grammar, succeeded in gaining a 
limited speaking acquaintance with it. Lepsius believed that the 
language of the ancient monuments of Ethiopia was not Nubian, but 
Bega, a language of the eastern desert. There has also always been 
an unproven assumption that the modern dialects of Nubia are 
directly descended from the ancient language of Pharaonic days, 
and that while the ancient Egyptian of the monuments was sup- 
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MAP OF THE CATARACT REGION OF THE NILE 

From Khartoum to the Second Cataract (after the Atlas of the Egypt Exploration Fund) 

The Sudan Military Railroad cuts across the desert from Haifa (second cataract) to Abu Hamed, and then 

follows the east bank of the river to Khartoum. The territory covered by The University of Chicago Expedition 

extends along the river from Naga on the south to the first cataract on the north (200 miles north of the second 

cataract). 
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planted by Arabic on the lower Nile, the early language of Nubia still 
survives in the cataract region, too remote to be easily submerged 
by the language of Islam, even though the faith of Islam is universal 
there. 

This cataract region of over a thousand miles of Nile valley, when 
once in possession of the Pharaohs, was placed as a whole under a 
viceroy responsible to the Pharaoh and the country rapidly developed 
into a prosperous province, with fine towns and splendid temples. 
The temple of Abu Simbel is one of the most remarkable monuments 
surviving from the ancient Orient and the only early temple in which 
the architectural effect of colossal plastic can still be observed and 
appreciated almost as well as when it first issued from the hands of 
the architect. It contains numerous historical inscriptions of great 
importance. The temple of Soleb, built by Amenhotep III, far up 
in the heart of the cataract country, is one of the greatest two archi- 
tectural works surviving on the Nile, the other being the temple of 
the same king at Luxor. Numerous other important memorials 
of the Pharaonic age still survive throughout the Nubian Nile. With 
the decline of the Pharaohs in the Twentieth Dynasty (twelfth century 
b. a), the Nubians finally detached themselves from Egypt and 
established an independent kingdom, which by 730 b. c. was strong 
enough to begin the absorption of the decadent Egypt of that age. In 
Isaiah's day the Nubian kings were the lords of Egypt. They had 
their capital at Napata at the foot of the fourth cataract, the city 
probably intended by the biblical Noph. Driven from the Delta 
by the invading Assyrians, the Nubians finally retired to their capital 
at Napata, and later even farther south to their final residence at 
Meroe, which became the seat of the remote and mysterious kingdom 
of Ethiopia as known to the Persians, Greeks, and Romans. Cam- 
byses' expedition thither met with disaster, but the Roman Petronius 
penetrated to Napata and destroyed the city to chastise one of the 
Candaces, then queen of Ethiopia. Throughout the classic world 
the conclusion gained currency that Ethiopia was the original seat 
of Nile valley civilization — a conclusion which survived until two 
generations ago. As a matter of fact the Egyptian veneer slowly wore 
off as this kingdom of the upper Nile was more and more isolated 
from the civilization of the north, and it was thus thrown back upon 
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the barbarism of inner Africa. For some centuries after separation 
from Egypt its people continued to use Egyptian writing and language 
in state documents and on monuments. As they began to write their 
own language, the Nubian tongue, they slowly developed from the 
Egyptian Demotic a similar script of their own. The latest Egyptian 
hieroglyphics which we can date in Nubia are found in the temple of 
Dakkeh, in the inscriptions of Ergamenes, a contemporary of Ptolemy 
Philadelphus (285-247 b. a). With the transfer of the capital under 
this king Ergamenes, from Napata to Meroe, the hieroglyphic suf- 
fered rapid corruption, and began to be employed on stone monu- 
ments in the writing of Nubian. Then it finally disappeared. In the 
chapels of the pyramids of Meroe, where Egyptian funereal reliefs 
still depict the old Egyptian Osirian ceremonies, the rectangular 
spaces left for the accompanying hieroglyphic explanations are at 
last left empty, as the priestly scribe no longer understood enough 
hieroglyphic to insert them. Here and there in such reliefs, a few 
lines of the new Nubian script appear instead. The use of this 
script will probably have continued into the seventh or eighth century 
of our era. 

From the middle of the sixth century a. d., beginning at Philae, 
Nubia was rapidly Christianized, and the process continued till it 
included the kingdom of Aloa, with its capital at Soba on the Blue 
Nile, which survived far down into the Middle Ages. As Abyssinia 
at the sources of the Blue Nile had already long been Christianized, 
from Arabia there was an uninterrupted series of Christian powers 
from the sources of the Blue Nile northward to the Mediterranean. 
It was the southernmost stretch of Christianized country in early 
Christian history. It was by this means that the Abyssinian kingdom 
inherited the title "Ethiopia," to which it has no proper claim; and 
the Semitic Abyssinian language commonly called Ethiopic has no 
connection whatever with the ancient Nubian speech with which we 
are dealing. It is much to be desired that Semitic scholars may 
accustom themselves to use the term "Abyssinian" for the language 
of Abyssinia. 

From the testimony of Eutychius, who was patriarch of Alexandria 
about 930 a. d., we know that after the Christianization of Nubia, it 
still possessed a method of writing. Two inscriptions found by 
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Lepsius at Soba, written in Greek letters, with five additional signs 
for sounds not represented in the Greek alphabet, have been supposed 
to be specimens of this second system of Nubian writing referred to 
by Eutychius. The modern Nubians never write their own language 
and the two systems of writing under discussion long ago ceased to 
be used in Nubia. When the modern Nubian wishes to write, he 
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TEMPLE OF TIRHAKA AT NAPATA 
Mentioned in II Kings 19:9) 

employs both the Arabic alphabet and the Arabic language. All 
examples of the Christian literature in the Greek script referred to by 
Eutychius had in modern times disappeared, and none was known 
to exist. Scanty examples of the older monumental script have been 
found from the first cataract (Philae) to Meroe. Whether the 
modern language was certainly the direct descendant from the ancient 
language thus written could not be determined for the ancient records 
in the Demotic-like script have never been deciphered. 
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Such was the state of the entire problem, when, in the summer of 
1906, Dr. Karl Schmidt came upon a few unprepossessing leaves of 
parchment in Cairo. They were written with Greek letters, but the 
language was neither Greek nor Coptic. The proper names showed 
clearly that the content of some of the leaves was from the New 
Testament. After some fruitless attempts to identify the language, 
the term HPCOAHOYPOY, of which the first part is clearly the name 
of Herod, led Schmidt to the recognition of the second part as the 
Nubian word uru, "the king." The language was clearly ancient 
Nubian, the first specimen of the kind ever discovered in modern 
times. 

Two different books furnished the fragments discovered by Dr. 
Schmidt. The first of these books was a lectionary made up of selec- 
tions from the gospels and the letters of Paul. To each day are 
assigned a section of a Pauline letter and a portion of one of the 
gospels. The fragment preserved includes sixteen consecutive 
pages numbered from 100 to 115, and covers seven days, from the 
24th to the 30th of the month Khoiakh, the fourth month of the 
Egyptian calendar, and the Christmas season of the Coptic church. 
The second book represented contained a discourse purporting to 
have been delivered by Jesus himself to the apostles a short time 
before his ascension. Being together with them on the Mount of 
Olives, Jesus is besought by Peter to set forth to them the mysteries 
of the cross. "The Living One," as Jesus is called throughout the 
composition, then entered upon a discourse recounting the humilia- 
tions to which he had been subjected, passing on to his future return 
in triumph, and the glory of those who believe in the cross. There- 
upon the words, " Beloved, if ye would hear the meaning of the cross 
then hear its meaning," introduce a long hymn to the cross, con- 
sisting of a series of pronouncements like the following: 

The Cross is the hope of Christians; 
The Cross is the resurrection of the dead; 
The Cross is the physician of the sick ; 
The Cross is the liberator of the slave; 
etc., etc. 

Of this second book thirty-six consecutive pages are preserved 
in the fragment, and fortunately they form the beginning of the book, 
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even including the cover page. These two books then belonged to 
the literature of edification read by some Nubian Christian of a 
thousand years ago. Like so many of his modern countrymen, he 
may have wandered down river into Egypt, and brought the volumes 
with him; or they may have been found in Nubia recently, and been 
brought down to Egypt by one of the modern descendants of the 
ancient owner. 

The importance of the discovery is evident. Possessing as we do 
the Greek and Coptic originals from which this Nubian New Testa- 
ment lectionary was translated, the ancient Nubian language can be 
deciphered, and its earlier form established. As yet, the Greek or 
Coptic original from which the Discourse on the Cross was trans- 
lated, has not been found in the known early Christian literature of 
the East; though its general character as above sketched can be 
discerned. 

The results already accruing from a study of the new documents 
are important. The language in which these two books are written, 
with the differences which time always produces, is the same as the 
Nubian tongue, now spoken in the Nile valley. With the help 
afforded by these fragments, the inscriptions found by Lepsius at 
Soba have been shown by Schaefer to be also Nubian. It was there- 
fore the Nubian tongue, essentially as we have it in spoken form today, 
which was the language of ancient Nubia, and the language of the 
far earlier, pre-Christian monuments which we find at intervals from 
the head of the first cataract to Khartoum. When the Christian docu- 
ments discovered by Schmidt have furnished us a sufficient knowledge 
of ancient Nubian, therefore, it will be possible to attack the still 
undeciphered early inscriptions and their decipherment will carry us 
a thousand years back of the Christian fragments discussed. For the. 
first time we shall then possess the history of an African negro dialect 
for some two thousand years; for while the Nubians are far from 
being of exclusively negro blood, yet their language is closely allied to 
that of certain tribes in Kordofan at the present day. In the Nubians, 
therefore, we have the link which connects Egypt with the peoples 
of inner Africa. When, therefore, we are in a position to read the 
early Nubian inscriptions, we shall be able to compare the ancient 
Nubian with the Egyptian and thus to determine how far, if at all, the 
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Egyptian language of the Pharaohs was tinctured by negro speech. 
Such study should in large measure determine also the measure of 
participation of inner Africa in the rise and development of Egyptian 
civilization upon a Libyan basis, before the prehistoric Semitic 
invasion of the Nile valley had stamped a Semitic structure upon 
the already composite language (Libyan-Nigritic ?) then spoken 
there. Besides these results a long-lost chapter in the history of 
Christianity, and another in the story of early Ethiopia as it was 
known to the Greeks and Romans, and even in Pharaonic days, will 
to some extent be recovered, when we are able to read the only written 
records of the remote Upper Nile. 

The two years' campaign of the University of Chicago Expedition 
in Ancient Ethiopia has therefore been very timely. The last well- 
equipped expedition, capable of doing epigraphic work there, was 
that of the Prussians under Lepsius, sixty-five years ago. The devel- 
opment of the camera since that day has made a modern expedition 
in such regions a very different matter from that of Lepsius. The 
great Prussian expedition, however, accomplished wonderful results 
with the equipment then possible. Its work was, like that of all 
expeditions of two generations ago, entirely selective. It selected 
such inscriptions as the director and his assistants found interesting 
or considered important after a brief examination, copied such, and 
left the rest. A modern expedition, with an elaborate epigraphic 
equipment, such as the Chicago expedition devised and carried to the 
field, is obligated to exhaust every surviving monument, which it can 
find in the course of its progress, and is able to do this with far greater 
speed and accuracy than was possible in the time of Lepsius. The 
work of the Chicago expedition extended to the southernmost monu- 
ments surviving on the Nile, and continued northward through the 
entire cataract region, to within a few miles of the first cataract, 
including thus all the monuments of the ancient kingdom of Ethiopia. 
Their portfolios contain the first complete collection of the inscribed 
monuments of Ethiopia (Nubia), and when published they will form 
a corpus of the documents surviving in this remote kingdom. 



